The role of oxytocin in empathy in PTSD.
Although impairments in social skills are common in posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), only a handful of studies have investigated the empathic abilities of patients with PTSD. The first aim of this study was to characterize emotional and cognitive empathy deficits among patients with PTSD. Furthermore, intranasal oxytocin (OT) has been reported as possibly improving emotional empathy, and it has recently been suggested that patients with PTSD may suffer from abnormal functioning of the oxytocinergic system. Therefore, the second aim of this study was to investigate whether intranasal OT may enhance empathic abilities in these patients. Using a randomized, double-blind, placebo-controlled crossover design, we administered 24 International Units of oxytocin and placebo at a 1-week interval to 32 patients with PTSD and to 30 matched healthy controls and then measured participants' emotional and cognitive empathy. Patients with PTSD exhibited deficits in both emotional and cognitive empathy, and these deficits were associated with the severity of their PTSD symptoms. The administration of OT did not improve empathic abilities in our sample, although it did tend to selectively enhance the ability of men with PTSD to recognize body motions of anger. These results indicate that patients with PTSD have deficits in both emotional and cognitive empathic abilities and that their empathic difficulties may underlie their impairments in social and interpersonal skills. (PsycINFO Database Record